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A wild-looking teenager with blackened lips and eyelids that made her vivid blue eyes pop, slid into the booth. The excited sparkle in them told Lisbon that here was someone who expected magic from the Tarot reading.

Silently Lisbon thought, I can’t make him love you. Let’s see if I’m right. She took a breath and asked the girl’s name. Raven was the answer. Lisbon held her smile, OK, we’ll go with that. “So, Raven, what do you wish to know?”

“Can I ask anything?” was the breathless answer.

“Well, it’s best to keep within a year time frame. Feel free to ask away.” Lisbon turned her hourglass. The amount of sand would run out in exactly fifteen minutes. She shuffled the cards to clear the deck again as Raven thought.

Finally, Raven whispered, “Does he love me?”

Lisbon tried not to smile. Thought so.

Raven shuffled the deck and selected a card. The answer was yes, but not an outright happy relationship card. Lisbon drew two more before answering. She wanted confirmation before getting Raven excited. The next cards showed her that the object of Raven’s affection was an older man, rather lost in his own world. The last card showed sadness and tears.

“Raven, I want you to hear what I have to say.” She caught the girl’s eye, holding the look. “This man is much older than you, correct?” Raven’s lips .fell open and she nodded yes. “It is not the best bet for a future life. He has difficulty staying with one woman. He is often lost in his own dreams or thoughts. He doesn’t pay you much attention. Enough to make you think there’s a relationship, then he forgets, becomes busy with something or someone else.” The sharp intake of breath verified her words. “Raven, this man will cause you many tears. Why don’t you draw a card just to see if there is another for you?”

“No, I don’t want anyone else. Ralph is the one. I know it.”

“Listen, there are always many paths. Much like the roads in the town. You can go anywhere you wish. You can turn left or right. You can climb a tree or decide to sit under it. It’s less fate so much as personal choice. If you continue to choose this man, you will find unhappiness. Do you want that kind of a life?”

Raven shook her head. Wiping her eyes, she smeared her makeup into smudges.

“OK, then, just to see, focus on your future love life.”

Raven glanced at the sand running out. Almost time. With a deep breath she reached across the pile of cards all fanned out. She picked one. “There won’t be anyone else,” she stated as she turned the card over. The Knight of Pentacles looked up at her.

“Perhaps there is,” Lisbon said gently. “Look at the card you chose. The knight is a young man. I would say closer to your own age. He is a strong man who has yet to come into his own.” Her vision blurred as she received a clearer picture of him. “He has dark hair. I feel that he is someone you already know. He is a steady friend and will keep you safe. Look around you to the men you already know. At least open yourself to the possibility.” Drawing a new card, she turned it over—the card of the lovers.

Even Raven couldn’t argue. “Thank you,” she said and slipped out of the booth.

Waiting for her next client, Lisbon glanced out the window. Ralph Kendrick was standing at the corner. Raven went straight to him, her small face tight, unsmiling. He laughed and went to give her a hug. Lisbon’s skin crawled. She tried to shrug it off. But Ralph turned Raven’s face up towards him. He smiled again. He told her something. Lisbon guessed he told her that the reading was a game, fake. He reached into his pocket and pulled a box out. The shiny blue told everyone what store it was from. Jewelry of the highest caliber.

Raven reached for it, the look on her face showed that her moment of heart change had disappeared. She was now radiating a smile. He pulled the box away, laughing. She followed him down the street with him waving the box in front of her, out of reach. Lisbon could  turn away as her next client appeared across from her.

“Hi.” This one she already knew. Esther came once a month to the low-cost Tarot Wednesdays; one of the locals unable to pay for a full reading. Her mother controlled the purse strings. It was for clients like these that Lisbon kept the tradition going. That, plus free breakfast and lunch.

The question and answer were always the same. “Who is going to die first, Mother or me?” A morbid but still understandable question from this unhappy woman. She lived with her mother in an old house on Drayton Street. Esther was in her thirties, a tiny sparrow-like woman who always looked ill, yellowish.

Her mother, Meredith, was a large, stout woman and filled with Germanic energy. She took over everything she could. If it was a bake sale, she was in charge. If it was cleaning the house, Lisbon heard, she attacked each dust bunny with a dynamic surge. Nothing stood in her way. No one in town wanted to come up against Meredith Kinney. No wonder Esther was waiting to either be released in her own death or to be free with the death of her mother.

Lisbon patted her hand. She asked Esther to draw three cards repeating the question in her mind, “What do I need to know?”

Esther hovered over the cards spread on the table. She finally chose one, then the second, and finally the third. She knew not to turn them over, waiting for Lisbon to do it. In this case, all three were turned in quick succession. “Did you ask the question as we’ve discussed before?” Esther nodded her head, full silver-gray locks falling into her face. Despite her otherwise sad looking appearance, her hair was an amazing pile of curls. It was the envy of most women and a few men.

Esther's sharp inhale echoed Lisbon’s; she sat up straight. The same or similar cards usually came up each time for Esther. Shuffling didn’t help. “The cards are different this time. What does that mean?”

The usual cards were of Meredith strong and overbearing. She was often represented as the Queen of Pentacles, the holder of the finances. For Esther, her mother was the one who kept all thoughts of happiness at bay. A dreary, stifling life.

Lisbon allowed herself to quiet, waiting until the inner voices and visions began. What came this time was a sense of freeing... opening. Lisbon’s heartbeat increased as tendrils of hope built on the first two cards and culminating in the Ten of Cups. The first was Judgment. A card which often meant in Lisbon’s experience something different from the traditional meaning. In Lisbon’s readings it usually indicated a death or severe illness. The second card was the Nine of Wands. This was another card that she always saw differently than the original or book meaning. The man holding a candle always triggered feelings of finding one’s inner light.

“Esther, I do not feel that it is you or your mother. This card portrays a pending significant illness, often a card of death.”

“Oh, not mine or Mother’s. Well, that’s that, then, for this time at least.” Esther’s body collapsed inward. With a deep sigh, she started to slide out.

“Wait, Esther, please listen. I do feel that after this occurrence you will change. You will discover a new strength, calm, and discover who you want to be. Finally, the Ten of Cups shows happiness as a new sense or a new family. Soon a new opportunity of a love life, that you will be ready and able to step into it.” Lisbon smiled broadly. This future was the best news for Esther. Though looking at her now, she wouldn’t think so.

Esther was staring at the cards. “No, no, that can’t be true,” she was saying. Then she touched the Judgment card. “Not Mother or me?”

Lisbon nodded. “Someone else, but it starts the dominoes or, in this case, cards to fall into place for you.” She wished there was time to go deeper, to give Esther more, but the sand run out.
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“OK,” Lisbon said. “Just sit with it. Watch, see what happens.” Esther nodded as she left. Her small frame moved off the bench then towards the door. She wistfully glanced at the desserts. Taking a breath inhaling the sweet fragrances, she walked away. Lisbon wished she could help. Over the months, she had tried to buy her pie or offer a free reading but was turned down with an angry shake of those magnificent curls.

The rest of the morning was one after another of not very noteworthy questions and customers. Finally, Barb came over to set a diet cola on the table. The cold refreshed Lisbon, bringing her back to the world. She went to the ladies room. The cold water she used to wash her hands and the fragrant soap helped ground her. Inhaling the scent was a spicy holiday mix of cinnamon and clove. She noticed the twinkling lights around the mirror. Assorted knickknacks decorated the white porcelain vanity. A fat Santa sat alongside a one-eyed Odin.

A smile twitched;  myth was that during December Odin the Norse god would fly on his magical horse distributing gifts. Doubtless the original Father Christmas. She wondered what outsiders thought when they saw the mix of traditions. Perhaps nothing.

Barb, like her, loved the traditions of the holidays and embraced all of them. Decorating was a ritual that she loved a lot. In passing she mentioned that there was something about the Norse traditions that always felt a part of her. Could be her Nordic DNA. It never came up again. Lisbon accepted Barb’s over-the-top holiday décor as Barb accepted her minimalist approach to it.

Back at her booth a double cheeseburger with fries had appeared. Lisbon was always famished after finishing back-to-back readings. She picked most of the bread off leaving barely enough bun for her fingers not to get too greasy. Tati always placed the cheese and the caramelized onions between two patties. That way nothing stuck to the bun, so Lisbon got all of the greasy goodness. Why was it better picking it up and eating it with her fingers than saying no bun and using a fork? Shrugging, she covered her fries in ketchup. She dug in licking the red off her fingers with each bite. That would be her carbs for the day.

Usually, she forgot what happened in the readings. She knew that she would never see most of the clients again. Today was different. Her brain latched on to two. Raven, of course. They would cross paths again. And Esther, oh my, what a strange reading for her. The prediction that things would get better was wonderful. But meeting a man, Lisbon warmed at the thought.

For a few minutes, her thoughts lingered on Phil, the chief of police. He was terrific in that job, firm, never ruffled. Of course, not much happened in Kinney, so he could afford to be laid back. She pictured him in his uniform and then stopped herself from stripping it off of him in her mind. A quick giggle erupted from her. She looked around, thankful no one had noticed.

They’d grown up together. Phil’s dad would bring him out to the farm to play with her brother, Thom. She’d had a crush on him when she was a kid. Had he really been oblivious? She still loved his hazel eyes and light olive complexion. Even now his dark hair was always tousled. He pushed her on the swings and encouraged Cim to let her join them. Always as a friend. Everything changed when she returned to Kinney three years ago.

At first, they’d been cautious, but that soon changed. She always felt safe with Phil. The heart-centered connection grew stronger than the remnants of her childhood crush. Since her return to Kinney, they had been casually dating without any pressure from either of them to make it more. Someone to go to a movie with or a party when you need a plus one. And yes, fringe benefits. He was the best lover she had ever had. Lisbon hadn’t heard from Phil for a bit. Not that it was all that unusual. A week or sometimes two would go by before one of them called or texted.

Almost a month this time. As hot as he was, she had no desire for it to go back to the old comfortable relationship. The tears that threatened surprised her as she recalled the card from today. It was the same one that had frequented her daily reading for herself the last week, the Five of Pentacles. They both were walking away. She agreed that it was time. Change the relationship with Phil, allow it to drift off. She should be open for new things.

Barb came over and sat across from her. She handed Lisbon a few bills, her share from the day. Barb kept five from each reading besides the free meals. She said that it was good for business. “What are your plans for the rest of the day?”

Hmm, Barb didn’t usually sit and chat. She was generally caught up in the lunch rush. Looking around, Lisbon noticed a few customers. Time for her to leave soon, not morsel left on her plate except for the discarded pieces of bun. “Nothing. Barb, thanks, I needed to eat.” She sat back with a sigh of satisfaction.

“Good, we aim to please. I’m finishing up the decorations, maybe more lights. What fun are the holidays without lots of twinkling fairy lights? I’m having a Solstice party on Friday, here's your invitation.” Barb looked her in the eye. “I gave Phil his own, so no need to come together.”

How had she known? But Barb was like that...she knew things. Unlikely that he had stopped by. He preferred the gas station coffee and the donuts there. He teased about fulfilling the cop role. People needed to see him with a requisite number of crullers each day. For an acclaimed health nut, he couldn’t pass up the round frosted ones. Wave any sweet around him and he would follow you anywhere.

Lisbon waited. Barb had not sat down to give her an invitation or to just chat. The owner of The Coffee Stop was a sturdy woman. She exuded warmth. People forgave the terrible coffee. They were happy to receive her all-encompassing smile. She wore brightly colored t-shirts with The Coffee Stop logo. During the cooler months she topped off her wardrobe with a plaid flannel shirt. Her gray eyes always sparkled as if she knew a joke and wasn’t sharing. Barb relaxed into the booth seat and looked at Lisbon.

“That first client, you know, the goth girl?”

“You mean Raven?”

Barb snorted. “Raven. Is that what she said? That would be just like her. Her real name is Beth Moss.”

Lisbon looked up, a relation, then? She studied Barb but couldn’t see a family resemblance.

“She’s my niece. She’s had a tough time and decided to get under everyone’s craw by dating that Ralph guy. Have you ever seen such a ridiculous couple. But you know teens. The more you fight their decisions the more they stick to them.”

Lisbon stared at her fingers. Was Barb going to ask her about the reading? She knew Lisbon would never share that. Readings were confidential and she knew it. No matter how close a relative Raven, er Beth, was. Lisbon lightly tapped against the varnished checkered table, pursing her lips. Plucked a napkin from the tin box and wiped up a bit of ketchup.

Barb’s eyes were on her. Then she moved, pushing herself out of the booth with difficulty, and stood up. “I know I won’t get an answer, but Esther was the happiest I’ve seen her in years. I’ve known her since grade school.” She paused. “Her mother’s going to die?” She mused the puzzle out to herself. “I don’t think so. No that doesn’t feel right.”

It didn’t seem like breaking a confidence, so Lisbon said, “Someone is going to get extremely sick or die. Not Esther or her mother. I don’t know who.” And left it at that. She noticed Barb whip her head around to look out the window and down the snowy street. Had she intuited who? “I’ll see you next week. Or actually, Friday at the Solstice party! What can I bring?”

“Nothing. We know you like to low carb, so Tati is having fun whipping up some goodies for you or any other crazy keto guests. She’s also planned lots of fattening high carb treats. Taste-testing them myself.” She patted her belly. “And Tati is having a fit, she keeps telling me to eat healthy. This morning there was a green drink on the counter with a note for me to try it. I watered the poinsettia with it. If it isn’t all wilted when I get home, I'll try a sip the next time.”

Chuckling, Lisbon went out the door. The Reindeer that hung by the exit started to sing “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer” as she went out. Humming along. There were two store fronts with their own apartment above. The Reading Room was on the left. Toy Kingdom was on the right. With it’s holiday windows calling to her.

Wow! What a morning. She agreed with Barb that not much could be done for Raven. The teen would have to find out the hard way. Seeing her earlier outside with Ralph it had been obvious she was in love and ready to follow him anywhere. He didn’t help anything by giving her presents. Of course, the cards said that he did love her. Ewe, the image of that lovely child with that older man gave Lisbon the willies. Hopefully, it hadn’t gone too far. He knew that she was too young. Lisbon narrowed her eyes. Ralph was not her idea of a handsome man, but she could see the appeal for others. The neighborhood scuttlebutt was that he was one that liked the attention of the ladies, lots of ladies. Could he even be a one-woman man?

Lisbon liked well-grounded men. They made her feel safe. Often these men were physically wide. Sturdy was what she liked to call them. Ralph Kendrick was a short man, slim and wispy. Even his hair was a wispy brown. His best feature was his large brown eyes that melted into his dark skin. He was well-liked because he had a sense of humor and a roguish feel about him.

Was that the reason Raven had fallen for him? Shrugging, Lisbon took a few deep breaths and let them out in puffs, watching the hot breath transform in the freezing air to white smoke. She breathed out again, smiling. It was one thing to enjoy in the chilly Midwest. Moving with care, to avoid slipping on the icy sidewalks, she walked from patches of salted safe ground to the next. It reminded her of the childhood game of not stepping on a crack or you’re break your mother's back. Strange game. She and the other kids had watched their step and jumped across the treacherous cracks.

Her mother. of course, survived when Lisbon or her brother had stepped on cracks. The game hadn’t killed her, a drunk driver had. Lisbon pressed her eyes closed for a moment and stood still until the sting of memories faded.

To distract herself, Lisbon looked around the small downtown. Kinney was well covered in decorations. She loved the diversity. There were a lot of red and green things that blinked and shone. Homes near her house had Santas and several mangers. A few places displayed blue and white with silver adornments for Hanukkah. Mr. Smythe’s Toy Kingdom even sported Kwanza, the newer holiday that started on December 26th. She wondered how many others embraced that one. Lisbon enjoyed them all. After all, how could one argue with peace on earth and miracles?

The Solstice, Christmas, and bits of mythology were all thrown into the mix at The Coffee Stop. She wondered about a way to get them to try a new brand of coffee. They had to know that no one liked what they served. Of course, who knew with those two. There were jokes that it wasn’t coffee, but a strange witch’s brew. Both Barb and Tati were said to have leanings towards Wicca.

Lisbon continued the walk home. The sun shone, causing the snow to glisten. A bit of December frost hovered in the air. She huffed a bit of steam again, just for fun. Tarot Wednesday had become a hit. She was thinking of adding the second day each week. Passing the toy store, she couldn’t resist looking at the new displays.

Lisbon looked into the first display window and watched the toy train running through the tiny village. Mr. Smythe had taken the time to make it look a lot like their town, Kinney. The store fronts and the tiny people. Gasping, she pressed her nose to the glass. Almost hidden on the side of a miniature shed lay one figurine; turned over on its back with an orange and green scarf pulled at an odd angle around the throat and a bluish gray tint to its tiny face with its painted, surprised, O-shaped quickly.
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How sick. Lisbon shivered as she identified the figure. A perfect replica of Mr. Smythe, Toy Kingdom’s owner. She went into the store to tell him before some child noticed it.

Opening the door to a magical world with mounds of toys. Boxes stacked to her eyebrows. Dolls, cars, magic sets, chemistry kits, along with the pink plastic baking ovens she had desired as a child. Lots of tiny bins with stocking stuffers lined the front near the counter.

Despite the grizzly find she grinned. Mr. Smythe had outdone himself. A gray-haired head poked out from around the last pile. “Lisbon! How old is the child you are shopping for?” he boomed, going directly for the sale. Never merry, people often called him a Scrooge. To Smythe the season of good will towards men meant make the most profit you could. His customers ignored his personality because they enjoyed his deep discounts. In addition to the convenience of not having to go outside of town to big box stores. He had a funny way of looking the Scrooge part. Shabby, worn clothing made him appear fragile until a purchase was mentioned. He when transformed as the customer produced their charge card.

“Mr. Smythe, I’m not shopping today.” Lisbon watched him deflate. She went up to him, careful of the nearby small ears. A scrap of a girl was pointing out her heart’s desire to a rather beleaguered mother. Lisbon whispered, “Mr. Smythe, I need to show you something.” She went over to the window display with him following along. Then pointed at the awful figure. The intake of breath behind her let her know he saw it.

“You should call Phil.”

“No, no, merely a prank,” he muttered and scooped it up into his pocket. “There, all gone. No worries.” His tension radiated, causing Lisbon to raise a psychic shield. He moved rigidly away to help the mother who had decided that one small toy would be all right a little early. The youngster jumped up and down with excitement, her pink coat’s pompoms moving with her. Soon the big presents would come.

The child’s energy was contagious. Lisbon wanted to hop up and down too. I’ll buy another gift and donate. Stacks of games beckoned. The bell on the door jangled. Meredith, Esther’s mother, bore down on the proprietor. She had the same eyes and lush hair as her daughter, but Esther was frail and timid. Wrapped in a plum wool coat that covered down to her ankles, she didn’t pause to take off her cream cable knit hat or leather gloves. Meredith Kinney was a force. After all she was one of the Kinney’s, or so she told everyone.

Lisbon stepped back to hide behind a tower of baby dolls. “I’m not eavesdropping, I might buy one of you,” she whispered to a pink box by her head. The doll’s green eyes stared at her noncommittedly.

A tight voice called, “Ahh, Mrs. Kinney, how are you today?”

“William, you know perfectly well why I am here.” She didn’t need to stamp her foot, her body radiated rage. “You are very aware that you have not donated. I am here to collect.”

Mr. Smythe smiled at the mom and her daughter. Wrapping up the purchases, he gave the bag to the bouncing child. He walked them to the door in silence and waited until it closed.

He declared, “No donation. I have chosen other ways to give back. Besides, the last time I donated to the auction you were not happy.”

“Scrooge!” she shouted, waving a fist that threatened to bring down the nearby tower of trucks. “You’ve always been an old Scrooge. You can’t tell me no. I’ll see that no one comes into this store again.”

With that, the large woman stalked to the door, held it wide open, turned and stared down Mr. Smythe. “Mark my words. You are done for!” The door shut with a slam. Out on the street a few people paused and moved aside as she marched past.

“Wow,” Lisbon said. “That was...” She gave up; there weren’t any words.

Mr. Smythe noticed her and gave a slight nod. “Ahh, I’m sorry you heard that. That old crone has been particularly evil this year. It’s the holiday season, but for her it’s a war. She is one hundred percent in charge of the church’s events. Pastor Greenbriar is sick and no one else stepped up, or, more truthfully, no one else dared. You know how she is. Right now, I am the target. I’ve never seen her this angry, though. Wouldn’t be surprised if she isn’t the one who placed that miniature in the display. Hell bent on busting my business, she is. Well, no different than any other year.”

“That’s got to be more than a request for the donations.” Lisbon stared into his face. “Why don’t you give her something? It’s a write-off for you.”

“Yeah, yeah it is. You’re as bad as she is. You heard me. I donate in other ways. I’m not even a member of that church. Her outbursts get worse every year.” He slammed a red fire truck on to a shelf. “All bluff, of course. All bluff.” Turning away, he started rearranging the small items into the correct bins. The child with the pink pompoms had clearly messed up his displays. “Crazy woman.”
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Lisbon watched for a moment then started thinking about her own holiday shopping. She didn’t have much left to get, a good thing since the time the holidays were almost here. A moment later she slipped out. The door lock clicked behind her.

Her gifts were all sitting in her dining room. Waiting for the right moments to give them out. Her family didn’t have a main celebration. Her brother had in-laws and her nieces to cater to. The other relatives always kept to themselves. Or, rethinking that, she realized that her parents decided to live apart from the mainstream.

Lisbon purchased gifts to exchange when people popped over or invited her to their homes. Generic gifts worked well. Candles, wine, ornaments for the adults. Craft kits and supplies for the kids. She coded each wrapped present to know which she should take. Candy cane wrapping paper for gifts for adults and Santa Claus paper for the kids.

Of course, there were a few friends who rated special gifts picked out for them. A nice leather wallet for Phil, just in case. Better to be prepared than embarrassed. Not dating didn’t mean not friends. Despite what the cards said.

Twinkling lights, electric candles, red ribbon, and greenery made her home festive. She turned them on and watched in pleasure. She’d keep the lights up all year. Why enjoy them for a season then pack them away?

Relaxing into the couch, she smiled when she felt a warm presence at the base of her neck. Lemur, her black and white cat, had a balanced himself on the back of the couch. Lemur, a huge older male, always wanted to sit on her. This time he curled around her shoulders like a live fur collar. He purred his appreciation and welcome. She reached up to scratch his head.

Minutes later Fran, a tannish colored shorthair, raced into the room. Discovered in a drainpipe at the house next door, Lisbon’s neighbors had dropped the terrified, half-dead kitten on her doorstep. The note said that they were allergic. Fran still had a lot of kitten in her. She was always finding something to chase or pounce on.

Stormy, a diluted calico with patches of a grayish blue mixed in with pale orange, would be in her usual place.  Stormy, for reasons only she knew, would crawl totally under the covers for her afternoon siesta. After a hard day of napping downstairs, she desperately needed more rest. 

Lisbon removed Lemur from her neck. A few minutes of loving was all she could take before her muscles started to cramp. He allowed himself to be settled next to her.

The invitation poked out of her pocket. Barb was old-fashioned, never sending invites by text or email. The bright orange envelope covered with sun stickers held the card with a huge sun coated in glitter. A few sparkles had become loose and sprinkled themselves on Lemur. Lisbon brushed them away. Wouldn’t do for him to lick his coat and eat the glitter.

You’re Invited to a Solstice Party Dec 21 8pm - come in costume

Location: The Coffee Stop

Guests Welcome

That was new. The annual event had never included dress-up before. What kind of costume would one wear to a solstice event? Lisbon wrinkled her forehead and considered the options. Celebrating the shortest day of the year. The turning point when the sun would start to come back. In the ancient beliefs, they needed to celebrate its return. In some cultures they would try to entice the sun back. It was the knowledge that they had been through the worst, the darkest and the coldest days, that brought hope.

Hmm, she’d never won a prize or been particularly congratulated on her costume choices. She could wow everyone this time. Lisbon dreamily thought of possibilities. She could go as a sun goddess. In her mind she saw a toga trimmed with gold and shook her head. No, not that. She shivered. I’ll make a hot cup of tea.

There were several clients booked for tomorrow, two by phone and the others coming to the house. She looked at the schedule, satisfied. Reaching into her purse, she pulled out the money from today’s readings. She stuffed it into a pumpkin-shaped jar on her mantle. Placing the lid on, she nodded to herself. Her special fund. Every week the cash went into the jar. At the end of the month she would put it into the bank. Some called it an F.U. fund but without an employer or boyfriend to give the finger and stomp away from, she preferred to call it her U.F. fund. Unusual Fun. It would be there when a fantastic opportunity arose. Like a sudden trip to Madrid or the invite to join a hot air balloon expedition. Inevitably there would be something that she would regretfully say no to because of finances. Something unusual and special! Not that money was a big issue, but her being too frugal, well, that was.

Humming to herself, Lisbon made her dinner. Moments later her three charges rushed into the room. All sat watching her every move. Waiting for their bowls to be filled. In the evenings, each cat received a heaping spoonful of wet cat food. They knew the time and would begin a dreadful howl if she was late. Licking the bowls clean. They were off. None of them cared to keep her company while she ate.
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